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In Bolivian elections on Dec. 3, thirteen parties competed for political leadership of 308
municipalities in the country's nine departments. Official results will not be known until Dec. 16.
However, based on unofficial tallies, President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's coalition is expected
to maintain control of most of the municipal districts, despite important losses for the president's
Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR).
A recently enacted constitutional reform became effective for these elections. This included lowering
the voting age from 21 to 18 years of age. It also increased the mayoral term of office from three to
five years. In addition, the position of mayor was made more attractive by giving mayors the power
to administer economic resources allocated through the Popular Participation Law, which is aimed
at giving local governments more autonomy in decisions affecting their communities. However, the
elections were somewhat overshadowed by the wave of protests and strikes that have been carried
out by labor organizations, university students, and coca growers since a state of siege ended in
October
. The civic unrest, coupled with general disillusionment with the political system, contributed to an
estimated 50% absenteeism. Thirteen parties fielded candidates for 2,697 local offices. One of the
most hotly contested races was for the mayor of La Paz, a race which is viewed as a barometer for
the next presidential elections, scheduled for 1997. Monica Medina, who was running for re-election
for Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA), was the top vote getter with about 38% of the votes, according
to unofficial reports.
The other three candidates were Ronald MacLean of the Accion Democratica Nacionalista (ADN),
with 20.1%; Gaby Candia (MNR), with 15%; and Rodolfo Galvez of the pro-government Movimiento
Bolivia Libre (MBL), with 8%. However, Medina's failure to win an absolute majority could cost her
the mayoral post. Bolivian electoral law requires a candidate to have an absolute majority to win
an election. If no candidate garners the necessary votes, the Municipal Council chooses between
the two top candidates, but is not bound to name the candidate with the greatest number of votes.
In Medina's case, the other parties indicated before the election they would not support her if she
failed to win the election outright, leaving her political fate in the hands of the Municipal Council,
which will make its decision in January.
Medina has threatened to mobilize her supporters in La Paz to demand that she be given the
post. "I am sure that the parties and candidates who believe in democracy will not ignore such a
decided victory," said Medina. "To deny the victory to the winner threatens democracy and pushes
people toward greater absenteeism in the future." Unofficial results gave the victory in two of the
11 major cities to the governing MNR, two to CONDEPA, and two to the Movimiento de Izquierda
Revolucionaria (MIR). Two others were won by the MBL, and one each by the Unidad Civica
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Solidaridad (UCS), the ADN, and the Frente Revolucionario Independiente (FRI). In the city of
Santa Cruz, one of the big surprises was the victory of Johnny Fernandez, son of the late industrialist
and Unidad Civica politician Max Fernandez who was killed in a plane crash in late November.
Fernandez's 45% of the vote was seen, at least in part, as a tribute to his father.
Most analysts agreed that the voters had little confidence in any of the parties or candidates, and
before the election, the powerful Central Obrera Boliviana (COB) called for a protest vote against
candidates from the governing MNR to express opposition to the government's economic policies.
While it is not clear how many cast their "protest vote" for opposition candidates, as many as 50%
of the eligible voters simply chose not to vote at all. President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada said
after the voting that his MNR would have a majority nationally, if victories by pro-government
parties were considered. He based his optimism on early results from the interior showing gains
for the MNR and its allies: the MBL, headed by foreign minister Antonio Aranibar; the Movimiento
Revolucionario Tupac Katari (MRTK) of vice president Victor Hugo Cardenas; and the UCS of the
late Max Fernandez.
However, if the new municipal councils do not appoint candidates who took the majority of the
votes, the political opposition could control the major cities during the next four years, which will
have a bearing on the presidential race in 1997. In anticipation of that possibility, Sanchez de Lozada
also said the MNR is willing to negotiate with any opposition parties that win control of the cities. "It
depends on each case, but obviously we are an organized party, with experience, and we are going
to negotiate as a party," said the president. Opposition leader Hugo Banzar of the ADN also claimed
gains in the elections, especially with the possibility that the mayoral post in La Paz will be awarded
to ADN candidate MacLean. The social democrat MIR of former president Jaime Paz Zamora
(1989-93) claimed that it had made some slight gains after being demoralized in a scandal linking the
party to drug traffickers. Despite his claims of overall victory, on Dec. 4, Sanchez de Lozada called
an urgent meeting with party leaders, including Minister of Government Carlos Sanchez Berzain,
Defense Minister Jorge Otasevic, and press secretary Irving Alcaraz, to assess the damages and plan
strategy. (Sources: Reuter, 10/22/95; Inter Press Service, 10/05/95, 10/25/95; Agence France-Presse,
10/05/95, 10/25/95, 12/03/95; Notimex, 11/27/95, 12/04/95; United Press International, 12/04/95)
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